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TORCH IGNITOR FOR LEAN BURN ENGINES 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

This invention concerns igniters and more particu 
larly ignitors in which a small quantity of burning fuel is 
utilized to ignite a main fuel charge in a combustion 
chamber as of an internal combustion engine. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Conventional Otto cycle internal combustion engines 
utilize spark ignition to ignite the fuel-air charge. There 
has been developed the so called “lean burn” engines, in 
which a very lean mixture is run to obtain various im 
provements in efficiency and emissions performance. 
Lean mixtures are difficult to ignite, and conventional 
spark ignition does not perform satisfactorily for such 
engines. Sophisticated strati?ed charge engines have 
been developed to solve the ignition problem by estab 
lishing a rich mixture in the region at which ignition 
occurs, but in effect this approach is a compromise of 
the improvements possible with a lean burn engine, and 
adds complexity in its implementation. 
Another approach is to provide auxiliary combustion 

chambers in which a small quantity of a rich mixture is 
ignited to act as a torch in igniting the main charge. 
This approach has entailed the use of extra valves to 

insure that the exhaust products are eliminated with 
each engine cycle. 
High energy spark ignition systems have also been 

developed to solve the ignition problem, producing a jet 
of burning fuel, these devices referred to as, “plasma 
torch” ignitors. High currents in the arc relied on in 
these devices lead to excessive erosion of the electrodes 
across which the arc is discharged. 

U.S. Pat. No. 4,757,788 describes the injection of fuel 
onto “make and break” electrodes between which an 
arc was previously established to ignite the fuel relied 
on to aid ignition of lean burn engines, which in effect 
operates as a stratified charge in having a localized rich 
mixture combustion. 

U.S. Pat. No. 4,582,475, assigned to the same assignee 
as the present application describes “activation” of fuel 
by passing the fuel through a corona discharge and 
forming radicals of the fuel molecules to a concentra 
tion at which ignition of the fuel charge will occur upon 
introduction into an oxidizing atmosphere. 

U.S. Pat. No. 4,672,938, also assigned to the same 
assignee as the present application, discloses activation 
prior to combustion by an electrical discharge including 
an electrical arc. 

It is an object of the present invention to provide a 
torch ignition device for lean burn engines which does 
not require auxiliary combustion chambers or involve 
localized rich mixtures, or high voltage ignitors subject 
to high rates of electrode erosion. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

This and other objects of the present invention which 
will become apparent upon a reading of the following 
speci?cation and claims are achieved by a low voltage 
movable electrode arrangement for establishing a sus 
tained electrical arc in a space through which a small 
quantity of gaseous fuel is passed prior to injection into 
the combustion chamber of a lean burn internal combus 
tion engine. The small quantity of gaseous fuel is rapidly 
activated to produce a high concentration of fuel mole 
cule radicals by exposure to the are so as to instanta 
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2 
neously ignite upon injection and coming into contact 
with the compressed air in the combustion chamber. 
This quantity of activated fuel upon combusting acts as 
a torch to ignite the main pre-mixed fuel and air charge. 
The movable electrodes preferably have annular 

contacts which de?ne an annular space when separated 
through which the fuel passes, and a vortical flow of the 
fuel is induced to cause the arc to migrate around the 
annular space. The are migration causes maximum ex 
posure of the fuel quantity to the activating effect of the 
arc, mixes the radicals, and. minimizes electrode erosion. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a lengthwise sectional view of a torch igni 
tor fuel injector according to the present invention, 
with a fragmentary sectional view of an engine combus» 
tion chamber into which the injector is installed. 
FIG. 2 is an enlarged view of the injector shown in 

FIG. 1. 
FIG. 3 is an enlarged view of the transverse section 

3-3 taken in FIG. 2. 
FIG. 4 is an enlarged view of the transverse section 

4-4 taken in FIG. 2. 
FIG. 5 is a further enlarged fragmentary sectional 

view of the electrode portions of the fuel injector. 
FIG. 6 is a diagrammatic view of the electrical arc 

driver circuit associated with the electrodes of the in~ 
jector shown in FIGS. 1 and 2. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

In the following detailed description, certain specific 
terminology will be employed for the sake of clarity and 
a particular embodiment described in accordance with 
the requirements of 35 USC 112, but it is to be under 
stood that the same is not intended to be limiting and 
should not be so construed inasmuch as the invention is 
capable of taking many forms and variations within the 
scope of the appended claims. 

Referring to FIG. 1, the torch ignitor apparatus ac 
cording to the present invention here takes the form of 
an ignitor 10, and is shown installed in an internal com 
bustion engine 12, having a combustion chamber 16. 
The ignitor 10 may be held in place by means of well 

known clamping devices (not shown) acting on a 
clamping ?ange 18 to force a tapered sleeve 20 into a 
tapered seat 22. A coolant passage 24 may be provided 
to directly expose sleeve 20 to cooling fluid, in a manner 
well known in connection with Diesel engine fuel injec 
tors. A main charge of fuel and air is introduced into the 
combustion chamber 16 during each engine cycle, and 
the products of combustion expelled after each cycle as 
by conventional intake and exhaust valves and mani 
folding (not shown). 
Gaseous fuel is supplied under pressure from a source 

26. The gaseous fuel may be vaporized gasoline or die 
sel fuel, or a gas such as methane under suf?cient pres 
sure to be injected into the main fuel-air charge com— 
pressed in the combustion chamber 16. Suitable com 
pressors are well known in the ?eld able to supply 
vapor or gaseous fuel at 1500-3000 psig. 
A small quantity of fuel (relative to the quantity of 

fuel in the main fuel air charge) is injected into the 
combustion chamber from the tip end 28 of the ignitor 
10, properly timed with respect to the engine cycle. 
Electromechanical valving (described herein) con 
tained within the ignitor 10 controls communication 
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between an internal fuel passage 30 with the combustion 
chamber 16 to control the ?ow of fuel thereinto. 
The ignitor 10 is constructed of two major pieces, an 

upper housing member 36 having the holding ?ange 18 
integral therewith, and an outer retainer sleeve 38 
threaded at 40 onto the housing member 36. The ta 
pered sleeve 20 is received over the exterior of the 
retainer sleeve 38 and held in position by the clamping 
mechanism (not shown), preferably constructed of cop 
per to have good thermal conductivity to conduct heat 
into the engine coolant. Housing member 36 is formed 
with three lengthwise bores, a ?rst bore 30 constituting 
a fuel passage, a second bore 42 receiving a segmented 
valve operating rod assembly 44 and a third bore 46 
through which a power cable 48 passes to be connected 
to an electrode 50. 
The fuel passage 30 connects to port 52 adapted to 

receive a suitable ?tting (not shown), while electrode 
passage 46 extends to a cross bore 54 exiting the housing 
member 36. 
The second bore 42 enters into an enlarged bore 56 

receiving a bushing 58, in turn guiding movement of a 
plunger pin 60 threaded at 62 to the segmented valve 
operator rod 44. A compression spring 64 bears against 
a ?ange piece 66 held with a snap ring 68 to urge the 
plunger pin 60 and operator rod 44 upwardly. As shown 
in FIGS. 1 and 2, the segmented actuator rod 44 is 
threaded at 70 to the stem 74 of a generally conical 
valve member 76 which seats against an annular surface 
78 of a valve seat 80 under the urging of the compres 
sion spring 64. 
A solenoid 82 has an operator rod 84 bearing against 

the plunger pin 60 and is advanced downward upon 
energization thereof, so that the force of the compres 
sion spring 64 is overcome and the valve member 76 
lifted off surface 78 to allow fuel to pass by. 
The solenoid 82 is mounted to a plate 86 secured to an 

end flange 88 by studs 90 and nuts 92. A cap 94 is se 
cured over the solenoid 82 by capscrews 96 which are 
received in the end ?ange 88. Cap 94 includes a pilot 
bore 98 receiving the opposite end of the operator rod 
84. 
Leakage of fuel vapor past the actuator rod 44 and 

from bore 46 are collected via cross passage 104 and 
port 106 by a fuel return device 108 to prevent vapors 
passing the seals from reaching the solenoid 82. 
The valve stem 74 includes a land slidably mounted in 

bore 42, and a reduced diameter portion 112 creating an 
annular clearance space 114 communicating with a 
cross bore 116 extending from bore 30 supplied with 
fuel. .The land 110 creates a pressure balance, when the 
valve member 76 is closed, reducing the actuating 
forces, but biases the valve member 76 closed when 
opened to increase the speed of closing. The con?gura 
tion of the converging surface 81 of the valve member 
76 and diverging section 79 of a bore 118 downstream 
of the seat 78 is preferably designed to provide a uni 
form ?ow area to preclude a restriction effect on ?ow 
and resulting shock wave re?ections and pressure 
losses. 
Thus, when the valve member 76 is moved down 

wardly, pressurized fuel enters bore 118 formed in an 
electode holder 120, constructed to be electrically insu 
lating as of 5030 TORLON. 
Bore 118 terminates in a spirally shaped recess 122 

(FIG. 3) which converges about a bore 124 formed in a 
?tting 126 abutting against the electrode holder 120. 
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4 
A ?rst electrode 128 is ?xed at one end in the elec= 

trode holder 120, receiving a conductor 130 from cable 
48 in socket 132, secured therein with set screw 134. 
The ?rst electrode 128 protrudes down into the bore 

124 with an annular clearance space 136 de?ning an 
axial fuel ?ow passage. The spiral shape of recess 122 
insures a uniform axial - tangential component of the 
fuel ?ow into the passage 136 to maintain the vortical 
?ow therein to the maximum extent possible. 
A second axially aligned electrode 138 has an up“ 

wardly extending tubular skirt portion 140 telescoped 
over the ?rst electrode 128, with a clearance space 142 
therebetween, also de?ning an annular fuel ?ow pas 
sage. 
A shoulder is formed by the rim 144 of an open-ended 

cavity 154 within the second electrode 138 and contacts 
the rim 145 of an open ended cavity 152 extending 
axially into the free end of the ?xed electrode 128. An 
encircling spring 146 acts between a ?ange portion 148 
and an interior end wall 150 of the retainer sleeve 38 to 
urge the second electrode upwardly to position rim 145 
of the ?rst electrode 128 into engagement with rim 144 
of the second electrode 138. 
The cavity 154 of the second electrode 138 terminates 

in end wall 156, and a series. of tangential ori?ces 158 
enable out?ow of activated fuel into the combustion 
chamber 16. The tangential geometry takes advantage 
of the momentum of the vortical ?ow of the fuel (de 
scribed below) to cause a forceful exit of the activated 
fuel into the combustion chamber 16. 
Upon energization of the solenoid 82 and lowering of 

valve member 76 away from valve seat 78, pressurized 
fuel passes into bore 118, pressurizing spiral recess 122. 
The pressure exerted by the fuel therein moves the 

movable second electrode 138 downwardly away from 
the relatively ?xed upper electrode 128, unseating 
contact between the rim 145 and rim 144. 
An electric current having previously been estab 

lished along conductor 130, ?rst electrode 128, and 
second electrode 138 by a circuit described hereinafter, 
an arc will be drawn, momentarily extending across the 
annular space or gap between the rounded edges of the 
rim 145 and rim 144. 

Fuel ?owing through spiral recess 122, sets up a vor 
tical flow in annular space 142, which ?ows through the 
gap between the now separated ?rst electrode 128 and 
second electrode 138, this ?uid ?owing with a momen 
tum having a major tangential component as depicted in 
FIG. 5. 
The inward and reentrant direction of ?ow between 

end face 145 and shoulder 144 forces the are (A) away 
from those surfaces, the radial in?ow causing the arc to 
migrate to extend from the surfaces of the cavities 152, 
154 as shown in FIG. 4. The are thus increases greatly 
in length. 

It is noted that in order for the arc to have good 
mobility and respond to the aerodynamic action of the 
fuel ?ow, a gap of at least approximately .040 inches is 
desirable between the separated rims 144 and 145. 

In addition, the tangential component of the ?uid 
momentum of the fuel ?ow causes the arc to sweep 
around the annular space between the separated elec 
trodes 128 and 138. 
Combined with the tangential component of flow, 

this sweeping action greatly increases the proportion of 
fuel exposed to the intense activating effect of the elec= 
trical are A. 
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At the same time, the constantly shifting or migrating 
location of either terminus of the are A reduces the 
erosion of the surfaces as would occur with a ?xed arc 
position. 

Exit of the now activated fuel is preferably via the 
radially extending ori?ces 158 to overcome the vortical 
nature of the fuel flow and disperse the activated fuel 
into the compressed air in combustion chamber 16. 
Combustion of the activated fuel is substantially instan 
taneous as it enters the oxidizing atmosphere of com 
pressed air, as described in the above cited patents, with 
ignition of this activated fuel acting as a torch to ignite 
the main fuel-air charge. 
FIG. 6 shows a preferred arc driver circuit for sus 

taining the electrical are, including a 0-300 v DC power 
supply connected across the electrodes 128, 138 via a 
Darlington power transistor 62 and a 3 millihenry 
“choke” coil 164. 

Electrode 138 is connected into the circuit using the 
engine as circuit ground,‘and preferably the moving 
electrode 138 should be electrically connected solely 
via spring 146 to avoid establishment of sliding electri 
cal contact with the contacting surfaces of the injector 
holder sleeve 38. For this purpose, an insulating sleeve 
141 may be interposed between the skirt portion 140 
and the bore 124 in bushing 126. 
A current sensor 166 provides feed back to a pulse 

width modulated current level control logic circuit 168 
connected to the base of the Darlington transistor 162 to 
limit the current across the electrodes 128, 138. 
A diode 170 provides a return path for current to 

flow from choke coil 164 to electrodes 128, 138 as the 
transistor 162 is cycled to the off condition by circuit 
168. 
The choke coil 164 provides an increase in voltage 

needed to sustain the are as it increases in length, since 
the decline in current itself generates a voltage in the 
coil by virtue of its inductance. 
The circuit 168 provides the basic timing and control 

of the injection event as desired for the particular appli 
cation. Typically, engine crank rotation signals re 
ceived from an encoder (not shown) are utilized to time 
the onset of injection in internal combustion engine 
applications. 

It can be appreciated that reliable ignition of lean 
fuel-air mixtures can be achieved with the above de 
scribed ignitor without the need for auxiliary combus 
tion chambers, strati?ed charges, or high energy electri 
cal ignitors, and which minimizes electrode erosion. 
We claim: 
1. In combination with an internal combustion engine 

having a combustion chamber wherein a main fuel-air 
charge is introduced to be burned during each engine 
cycle said fuel-air charge comprising a lean burn mix 
ture, a torch ignitor for igniting said main fuel-air 
charge, said torch ignitor, including: 

a ?rst and a second electrode; 
housing means within which said ?rst and second 

electrodes are con?ned, said housing means includ 
ing a tip portion protruding into said combustion 
chamber, said tip portion including ori?ce means 
for directing a quantity of fuel into said combustion 
chamber; 

means mounting said ?rst and second electrodes in 
said housing means for movement between a ?rst 
position whereat said ?rst and second electrodes 
have surface portions in contact and a second posi 
tion whereat said ?rst and second electrodes sur 
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6 
face portions have a space therebetween, said space 
being in communication with said ori?ce means; 

are driver circuit means operative during each engine 
cycle to cause a current to flow to said ?rst and 
second electrodes when said ?rst and second elec 
trodes are in said ?rst position and continuing to 
cause said current to flow after said ?rst and sec» 
ond electrodes have moved to said second sepa 
rated position to cause an arc to be established 
between said electrodes; 

operator means for causing said ?rst and second elec 
trodes to initially be in said ?rst position at the 
beginning of each engine cycle and subsequently 
move to said second position during each engine 
cycle; 

fuel supply means directing a quantity of gaseous fuel 
under pressure into said space during each engine 
cycle, after separation of said ?rst and second elec 
trodes to be activated by exposure to said arc, said 
quantity of gaseous fuel small relative to the quan 
tity of fuel in said main fuel-air charge, said fuel 
pressurized suf?ciently to pass into said combus 
tion chamber through said ori?ce means after pass 
ing through said space, whereby said quantity of 
gaseous fuel is activated to be ignited upon entering 
said combustion chamber and thereby igniting the 
main fuel-air charge therein. 

2. The internal combustion engine according to claim 
1 further including ?ow passage means for establishing 
a vortical ?ow of said gaseous fuel in passing into said 
space, and wherein said surface portions of said ?rst and 
second electrodes comprise annular surfaces de?ning an 
annular space therebetween when separated, said gase 
ous fuel vortical ?ow causing said are to migrate about 
said space. 

3. The internal combustion engine according to claim 
1 wherein said operator means comprises means for 
applying said gaseous fuel under pressure to one of said 
?rst and second electrodes, causing said separating 
movement of said ?rst and second electrodes. 

4. The internal combustion engine according to claim 
2 wherein said flow passage means comprises a spiral 
passage receiving said quantity of gaseous fuel under 
pressure, said spiral passage converging on said annular 
space. 

5. The internal combustion engine according to claim 
2 wherein said ori?ce means includes a series of tangen 
tial jets receiving said vortical flow of gaseous fuel 
under pressure. 

6. The internal combustion engine according to claim 
2 wherein each of said ?rst and second electrodes is 
formed with open-ended recessed cavities having rims 
facing each other comprising said annular surfaces, said 
annular space de?ned between the rims of said cavities. 

7. A method of torch igniting a lean fuel-air main 
charge in the combustion chamber of an internal com 
bustion engine comprising the steps of: 

activating a small quantity of gaseous fuel by expos 
ing said small quantity of fuel to an electrical arc, 
and thereafter injecting said activated small quan 
tity of fuel into said main charge in said combustion 
chamber of said internal combustion engine. 

8. The method according to claim 7 wherein said are 
is generated by establishing a current between a pair of 
electrodes in contact and thereafter separating said 
electrodes to establish said arc in the intermediate space 
formed by separation of said electrodes. 
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9. The method according to claim 8 further including 
the step of causing said are to migrate about said space 
while passing said gaseous fuel under pressure through 
said space. 

10. The method according to claim 9 further includ 
ing the step of impinging the flow of gaseous fuel 
against said are so as to cause said migration in said 
space. 
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11. The method according to claim 10 further includ 

ing the step of inducing a vortical flow of said gaseous 
fuel to cause a rotation of said are about said space. 

12. The method according to claim 8 wherein the step 
of separating said electrodes includes the step of exert 
ing the pressure of said quantity of gaseous fuel under 
pressure on one of said electrodes to cause said separa» 
tion. 
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